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            Introduction

         

         
            ‘It’s not enough to have talent. You have to have talent to handle the talent.’
            

            SIR PETER HALL
            

         

         If you were to cut Ed Bicknell – and, candidly, I couldn’t advise it – the sixty-two-year-old Londoner would bleed rock and roll. Bicknell sits on the Mount Olympus of music managers, way above the ozone; anointed right-hand man in the realm where Bowie and Clapton and Townshend swan through club-class anecdotes, frequently involving the purchase of chunks of Santa Monica. Bicknell managed soft-rock troubadours Dire Straits, from spit-and-sawdust pubs to their MTV zenith; and Bryan Ferry too, though for Ferry spit and sawdust were less central, obviously. He took care of Scott Walker in the period when the eccentric singer was employing sides of beef as percussion. In earlier days Bicknell himself played drums. In a band named Mogul Thrash. That’s  how rock and roll Ed Bicknell is.
         

         Between 1997 and 2004 he managed The Blue Nile. Like others, he emerged from the relationship a little bewildered perhaps: ‘Even by the standards of our profession,’ Bicknell told me, ‘I’d never heard a more convoluted and, to say it bluntly, fucked-up situation. In terms of the modern recording world the history of The Blue Nile was the most screwed-up I had ever encountered.’
         

         And yet, we really don’t associate The Blue Nile with mayhem or devilment. The last time I met a member he was sitting in a pavement café in Partick, prodding a tea bag quizzically. When the writer recently endured a bout of flu the same member was kind enough to text, enquiring if Lemsip was needed. No aspect of this acquaintance has been – or has even approached being – ‘fucked-up’. I doubt anyone encountering any member of the band would describe him as anything but militantly humble uncommonly polite.
         

         In fact, in 2004 the band’s songwriter and vocalist Paul Buchanan described the methodology of The Blue Nile like this: ‘We’ve tried to make little bits of music that were compassionate and that were free of embroidery and self-advertisement. It’s the equivalent of timing your walk across the road to coincide with some elderly person about to cross. You don’t want to say, Do you want a hand? because that might be patronising. You just want to check they’re okay. That would be a good enough parallel for what we opted to do.’ A band which compare its artistic process to helping old ladies cross the road – that’s  how rock and roll The Blue Nile are.
         

         
            *

         

         Together, though, these conflicting facts say something about the band and the trick of perspective it has conjured. Buchanan, Paul Joseph Moore and Robert Bell wrought the epic and the spectacular from the prosaic and the personal. The band patented its own brand of Sensurround intimacy. At its best the music identified the cinematic and the universally, hopelessly romantic in the most intensely subjective moments of existence.
         

         The term band is used but there isn’t really a noun for what The Blue Nile is, or has become, or was. Infamously, its members work at a pace tantamount to geological change – four albums over more than a quarter of a century; a rough average of a song a year. They appear in concert rarely. When they do show up in public they are strenuously self-effacing; self-erasing even. And unfailingly secretive, or unforthcoming certainly. It may be the case that The Blue Nile ceased to function some while back; I doubt anyone could say for certain, a condition which, bizarrely, applies as much to the band’s members as its following. Now more than ever, coming on for seven years since their most recent album, The Blue Nile remain rumour as much as anything else. It is, however, a persuasive and beguiling rumour. Few collectives inspire quite the same fervour of response. The scarcity of their work has exerted a bedazzling voodoo. To the naked eye and the devoted fan the band remain a riddle wrapped in an enigma wrapped in a raincoat. The real pity – and there are many in the pages that follow – is that the band has been boiled down to journalistic cliché, depicted as hermetic, dysfunctional, wilful, recalcitrant, reluctant. This obscures the arc of the real story, an all too human tale, sadly: of youth and dedication, of passion and purpose, all ceding to the mysteries and emotional mutinies of middle age.
         

         To trace that arc, we need to go back to the early years of the 1980s and a bar named the Rock Garden in the city centre of Glasgow. On being reminded, a particular generation of Glaswegian will permit themselves a swoon, but the place was fairly low on charm, its distinguishing feature being walls covered in rock posters and auction-house Americana. Before long, the bar would be populated by young men in bleached Levi 50IS, who sported wallet chains and Arrow checked shirts, denim jackets with every button done up, streaked hair razored at the sides. Working behind the Rock Garden’s bar at the time was one Paul Joseph Moore, an undergraduate reading electronics at the University of Glasgow. During one shift Moore fell into conversation with a customer, clearly one who was playing with one of the many groups then forming in the city; perhaps Set The Tone (urban dance) or Friends Again (jangling pop), The Dreamboys (late punk) or The Jazzateers (Bowie-esque funk). During this discussion the aspiring musician would say something fateful: ‘I’m in a band,’ he said to Moore, then paused ‘…   as  you  probably  know.’
         

         Moore was in a band too, as the speaker probably didn’t know. Either way, Moore wasted no time relaying the conversation to his band’s other members, Paul Buchanan and Robert Bell, who found the remark just as preposterous as Moore had. It captured the very quintessence of self-regard, a coy grandiosity that, to the three of them, bordered on the nightmarish. The members of Moore’s band – in this period named McIntyre – vowed there and then they would never express any sentiment akin to: ‘I’m in a band … as  you  probably  know …’ The phrase became their private joke, used whenever they encountered characters equally conceited, or whenever their own behaviour threatened to tip into the parodic: ‘In the music business it’s a cliché to claim that every word of This  Is  Spinal Tap*  is true,’ reflects Paul Buchanan. ‘But it is – every word.’
         

         The remark Moore heard in the Rock Garden became more than merely an in-joke, however. The band would come to shape its philosophy in order to oppose its every implication. The three bristled at the notion that anyone could believe playing in a band was of any consequence; that playing in a band was in any way a special or glorious activity. ‘We must have repeated that quote to each other about a hundred times over the next fifteen to twenty years,’ says Buchanan. ‘We would be in a situation, it could be anywhere and one of us would just say [adopts elegantly wasted London rock voice], I’m in  a  band  … as  you  probably  know.  It just summed up the self-regard of band people, it just summed it up perfectly’ For Buchanan, Bell and Moore the point of the creative endeavour was to locate a common humanity, not to emphasise an apartheid or hierarchy separating performer and audience. That casual comment in the Rock Garden contained bear-traps. Avoiding them would determine the strange course of The Blue Nile; a course that nearly three decades later would prompt one of the biggest players in the music industry to lament the band’s ‘convoluted and fucked-up’ situation.
         

         The music industry is ill-suited to accommodate the dilettante and the dabbler. In many ways it resembles the Army. Participation is an all-or-nothing arrangement. You obey every command and follow every imperative. You attend every meet-and-greet function with the representatives of Belgian radio, every record-store CD signing session in downtown Portsmouth; and you do it all until the happy day you buy yourself out and retire to run your own trout farm in Gloucestershire. If we pursue this Army analogy we can see U2 and Coldplay and Radiohead as the strategic commanders and sergeants major of the music industry, bruised veterans of countless manoeuvres over contested territory.
         

         The same analogy, meanwhile, shows The Blue Nile as something from Dad’s  Army  –  not cowardly exactly, just temperamentally
          unsuited to the bangs and the crashes, the Sturm  und  Drang;  the attrition, the tours of duty. There was always a deeply conditional aspect to The Blue Nile; they were never wholly available, never totally amenable. They could at any moment vanish into the trenches with little indication when they might re-emerge. They could display the passivity of recuperating casualties. Those who cherished the music of The Blue Nile, then, were left to rue the fact that the band didn’t function the way more conventional, able-bodied operations did. With The Blue Nile, career infrastructure fell apart repeatedly. Partly this was due to accident and partly to design. From its earliest days at the University of Glasgow the unit of Buchanan, Bell and Moore shared a hive mind, characterised by a kind of educated reserve. The three fell into music and it always remained academic to them. They never quite relinquished the conviction that no field of human endeavour offered the same scope for reckless vulgarity and preposterous pretension as the music industry.
          

          
          
         Hence the band evolved its own adaptations. It operated for long periods without a conventional manager, its members being unable (or unwilling) to identify a candidate who could dovetail with the hive mind. This meant the creative nucleus of the band was obliged to handle the vast bureaucracy necessary to keep such an operation running; from equipment rentals and rehearsal studio hire to accountancy. This, of course, slowed momentum, which in turn depleted goodwill within the industry of which the band was, notionally, part. Abetted by a quasi-member, Calum Malcolm, who ran his own recording studio in rural East Lothian, the band was able to cloister itself, both in space and time, spatially and temporally. This, however, only encouraged in the quavtet a strain of over-deliberation. The records they made were painstakingly assembled and reliant upon emerging technologies; therefore they were difficult to reproduce in the concert hall, and this impeded yet another avenue of operation.
         

         The band suffered, as Paul Buchanan puts it, ‘paralysis by analysis’. And to this must be added the contingencies of everyday life; the illnesses, familial and personal troubles, the crises of will and confidence: ‘We spent so much time on a hundred things,’ says Buchanan. ‘We’d go into the studio and before we could even start recording we’d have to make twenty phone calls, do the VAT, respond to solicitors’ letters and talk to accountants. It just all piled up. You’re scared that if you ignore one part of it then the chance of making another record will disappear.’
         

         Despite it all, the heavens occasionally so aligned as to allow the production of four albums and a handful of ancillary recordings. Scarcity lent the work of The Blue Nile an inadvertent glory. Its want of breadth encouraged investigation of its depth. It’s doubtful whether any of The Blue Nile’s close kinsfolk and contemporaries – Simple Minds or Deacon Blue, the Associates or Orange Juice – could sustain the weight of consideration appearing on the following pages. The band has become legendary, for reasons good and bad. But, ultimately, The Blue Nile was more than a mere musical unit. It represented the principle of creative autonomy in practice. The trio were dogged advocates of their own rectitude, ready and willing to face the privations and the unintended consequences their single-mindedness might entail. There is a type of heroism in their story, even if it is of a rather perverse kind. The story might appear, as Ed Bicknell notes, convoluted and fucked-up. At the same time, as the following pages hopefully demonstrate, it is also a story about endurance and resolution, faith and fidelity, and love and loss – the simplest, quietest things there are.
         

         
             

         

         Allan Brown 
 Partick, October 2010 
 Nileism@me.com
         

      

            * Revered 1984 American film comedy satirising the world of the touring rock band.
            

         





      
    


    
      
         
         

         
            Headlights

         

         
            All you’re left with is the songs; they kiss you goodnight, and you kiss them goodnight. You pour a lot of love into them, and hope they chime with somebody else’s feelings, whether it’s Hollywood stars, or the man waiting for a bus.
            

            Paul  Buchanan,  1993
            

         

         The bus has played an obscure yet recurrent role in the history of popular music. We could think of The Who’s magic bus, which went like thunder on account of being a four-stage wonder. The Beatles embarked on their Magical Mystery Tour in a Luton-built Bedford Val luxury six-wheeler. On his album Joe’s  Garage,  the phenomenally unpleasant Frank Zappa detailed the phenomenal unpleasantries that occur aboard the standard rock band tour bus, mainly by means of the regrettable track ‘Crew Slut’. The sleeve of the Sex Pistols single ‘Pretty Vacant’ featured two buses, bearing the respective destinations of Nowhere and Boredom.
         

         A bus also winds its way through the thirty-year odyssey of The Blue Nile. During the band’s existence its three members were wont to wear hairshirts of almost pathological modesty, so this wasn’t a conveyance of any extravagance. It is the number 44 passenger bus, operated by Strathclyde Partnership for Transport. Running from Knightswood, in the residential, tenemented west, into Glasgow’s city centre then south through the rolling farmlands around the village of Eaglesham, the service is one of the most frequent and utilised in the city. Quite accidentally, it also provides what’s virtually a magical mystery tour through some of the key locations in The Blue Nile’s vexing and atypical history. Had the band found itself able to translate its immense critical reputation into a broader currency the service would almost have a function in the realm of cultural heritage.
         

         As it is, the number 44 ferries the morning people living in the city’s western and southern suburbs to their city centre workplaces and, in the afternoons, briefly relocates those based in one pleasant area of the city to another pleasant area of the city. It leaves from Knightswood, the solid, old-fashioned neighbourhood where Paul Buchanan, vocalist and songwriter of The Blue Nile, spent his early years. Three miles along the road, past the canal paths and playing fields of Anniesland, the service takes a right turn into Hyndland, one of the most salubrious sectors of the city, where liberal professionals raise families in restored, shabby-chic Victorian tenements. Soon the bus is crossing Byres Road, the main artery of the city’s West End, where the members of The Blue Nile lived and live.
         

         University Avenue winds its way up the steepish Gilmorehill. After a spell the John McIntyre Building appears on the right. A mock-Gothic accretion of spires and turrets, this collection of administrative offices provided the band with the name under which it went during its first incarnation; McIntyre, when they were a five-piece playing accomplished power-pop with a Californian gloss. Behind is the university itself, where The Blue Nile’s members met in the late 1970s. The flank of Gilmorehill takes the bus down into Gibson Street and coming towards us is the tenement building at 99 Otago Street where Buchanan and bassist Robert Bell lived as undergraduates. The trio would rehearse here, crammed into a tiny box room with what rudimentary equipment they could afford. The programme of stone-cleaning that revitalised the city in the 1980s somehow missed this building; amid the surroundings its tall, thin frontage is black and incongruous, much as it was when, in a rare flash of sentiment, the members featured it on the inner sleeve of their most recent album. Down Gibson Street, along Woodlands Road and on to Sauchiehall Street, the Great White Way that remains perhaps the city’s best-known thoroughfare. Along its length are several places with Blue Nile associations: what were formerly the Amphora bar and the Third Eye Centre, locations of early shows by McIntyre; and at its eastern end the Royal Concert Hall, the prestigious venue the band opened in 1990 and which it has played frequently since.
         

         A right turn into Renfield Street takes us through the heart of the city centre, past the backstreet lanes and the derelict Odeon cinema where the promo film for ‘The Downtown Lights’ was shot, past what was once the Listen record shop where Bell worked then over the sepia ribbon of the River Clyde, then on to the road south out of the city. By now the landscape is losing charm and shape.
         

         After the modest residential stretches of Muirend and Clarkston, the route reaches into the countryside. Towards its conclusion it runs past the expanse of fields amid which sits the corporate headquarters of Linn Products. From its nerve centre Linn underwrote the band’s first two albums – and here its founder Ivor Tiefenbrun still sits, occasionally fulminating about the experience. 
         

      

      
    


    
      
         
         

         
            Geology

         

         The starting pistol on this book was fired – and in the context of The Blue Nile we’ll come to appreciate how badly chosen this starting-pistol simile really is – in October, 2007 when Paul Buchanan and I met for dinner in the centre of Glasgow. Over the Rustic Italian open board Buchanan seemed relatively amenable to the idea of my writing a biography of the group. It had been suggested before, he said. I inferred the wrong sorts of persons had suggested it. The band were flypaper for indentured and serious-minded music writers, the types entranced by the business aspects of the music business – the kinds of people who sometimes surrendered every last vestige of personal dignity and woke up as disc jockeys.
         

         This was not I. Not for me the promotional sweatshirts and the lucrative visits to the Record and Tape Exchange. I had written about the band only twice, first when they’d released the Peace  At  Last album in 1996 and a decade later, when Buchanan had re-emerged to make several solo performances at the Royal Concert Hall in Glasgow. Opportunities to mark the band’s activities had occurred with a notorious infrequency. Perhaps in October 2007 this fact was troubling Buchanan sufficiently to make the idea of a biography in some way appealing, or at least less than appealing. For years a theme recurring in our conversations had been the cosmic malignancies he believed clustered round The Blue Nile; the frequency with which deals had fallen through; the Sisyphean logistics of the band managing itself; and the vast multi-dimensional mission of arranging it all. This had come to work in tandem with a marked uncertainty in the band’s status. Paul Joseph Moore, the band’s keyboardist, had been fugitive since the conclusion of sessions for the band’s fourth album, High,  released in August 2004. By the time of promotional chores for High  he’d been abstracted from public notice completely, replaced by non-committal acknowledgements of estrangement, such as appeared in November 2006 in The  Independent  newspaper:* ‘We should mention,’ wrote James McNair, ‘that while Blue Nile bassist Robert Bell is part of the tour, PJ Moore, the keyboard player who completed the original trio, is not. The singer says that Moore is always welcome to return, but that the future of The Blue Nile is “very uncertain”. Still, given that all three played a Blue Nile-billed concert in Ireland last year† simply because a friend asked them to, the singer’s claim that he and Moore are still good friends rings true.’
         

         It wasn’t, though. Contact between Moore and the others, the singer certainly, had been non-existent for a number of years. Or virtually non-existent. As the band’s technologist Moore had created the samples that ran through and set-decorated much of its music, particularly on A  Walk  Across  The  Rooftops  and Hats:  the ghostly industrial clatterings of the debut album’s title track, the vaguely ethnic rattlings of ‘Heatwave’, the solenoid fizzings of failing connections that were heard on other tracks. The singer, hoping to achieve the band’s sound as closely as possible on his return to live performance in May 2006, coveted the computer discs on which these samples were stored. He was not able to secure their transfer. In the absence of live performances throughout most of the 1990s, the first occasion the band’s audience had to register Moore’s absence became the release of Peace  At  Last  in 1996, where the singer and the bass player only were pictured in the studio shots that appeared in the record’s packaging.** Moore was absent also from the promotional interviews.
         

         In 2006 the singer was asked if Moore indeed remained a member of the band. ‘I don’t know,’ he told Barney Hoskyns. ‘You just end up torn about the whole thing. You know, they’re my best
          friends, and I supppose we’re each other’s best friends and we’re telling each other that we’re fine and we’ve recovered now and we want to carry on doing it.
          

         
         
         ‘But I don’t know,’ he added. ‘I don’t think I could stand many more external problems. I mean, on paper, yeah … and in the heart, yes. I think we’re just trying to let some things blow over a wee bit.’
         

         
            *

         

         Sustaining Moore’s loss was merely the latest speed bump the band needed to negotiate. There had been decades of such obstructions. But it was the subject of their work rate that defined them. Between their first album and the second had been a gap of five years; between the second and the third seven years; between third and fourth eight years; and we’ve passed six years since High,  the fourth album. In the modern context perhaps only Kate Bush approaches recording with the same imperial langour: ‘Sometimes when people ask me why it takes so long to make records it seems like the wrong question,’ Buchanan has said. ‘It should be, Why do people make so many  records? What for? Future generations are going to be shovelling CDs out of the way’ Others, meanwhile, have noticed a curious double-bind in the band’s painstaking process: ‘The irony is that the records have become progressively poorer,’ says Ronnie Gurr, the Virgin Records A&R man who was part of the team that licensed A  Walk  Across  The  Rooftops.  ‘I’m not sure I can buy the argument that the time is required to make the art what it is, because the art has decreased over time. The mystery has suited the band and built the cult status but ultimately it has damaged them. I just don’t think records three and four can hold a candle to records one and two. I guess every artist works within a matrix of changing circumstances and possibilities. But I’d only buy the art-takes-time argument if the first album was the weakest of the bunch.’
         

         Meanwhile, the days pass. The singer was, and remains, an habitué of Byres Road in the West End of the city, the area where art, academic and media professionals reside, in Victorian tenements of sandblasted sandstone, on foliaged lanes and avenues. Byres Road is akin in its bonsai Glasgow way to the Kings Road in the London of the 1960s, though it’s perhaps less dependable in its supply of mini-Mokes and go-go girls. For the city’s BBC2 viewers and broadsheet readers this mile of restaurants and bars, second-hand record and clothes shops, cafés and delicatessens is the hub, the decorous backdrop against which lives of bohemian propriety are staged.
         

         The road is the principal artery at the heart of The Blue Nile. The University of Glasgow, where the three members met towards the end of the 1970s, sits off Byres Road, with its topography of tenements and stairs, chimney tops and shop windows. The melancholic, claustrophobic romance of its damp, dark vistas seeps into the band’s songs: ‘Those fantastic lyrics,’ says Mark Byford, former Deputy Director General of the BBC and a passionate fan of the band, ‘The traffic lights are changing/The black and white horizons/I leave the quiet reds tone/And walk across the rooftops. When I’ve travelled to Glasgow and seen those red stone apartment buildings I always have that thought in mind, of the skyline of Glasgow.’
         

         As Byford notes, a critical association has grown up between The Blue Nile and their home city. As Alasdair Gray wrote in his 1981 novel Lanark,  Glasgow life had long been under-represented in art and culture: ‘Think of Florence, Paris, London, New York,’ says Gray’s hero Duncan Thaw. ‘Nobody visiting them for the first time is a stranger because he’s already visited them in paintings, novels, history books and films. But if a city hasn’t been used imaginatively by an artist not even the inhabitants live there imaginatively’ In their way, The Blue Nile have played a part in rectifying this, coining a new kind of romance for this least flowery of cities; a post-industrial romance of roads and shadows, of rain and half-light.
         

         There was something pleasingly symbiotic, therefore, that in 1990 the band and the city shared an annus mirabilis. As Glasgow celebrated its appointment as the European City of Culture, The Blue Nile enjoyed its most conspicuous and constructive year. Three months after the release of their masterpiece, the album entitled Hats,  they made their first public live appearance, performing on Halfway  to  Paradise,  a Scottish-oriented arts magazine show made for Channel 4. The first half of the year was taken up with preparations for the band’s first tour, to commence at the Theater of the Living Arts in Philadelphia on 19 July. A month later they supplied a sound collage for a theatre piece titled Performance  at the Tron Theatre in Glasgow. The five-year wait for new material ended in September with the release of the single ‘The Downtown Lights’; a month later Hats  followed. In between The Blue Nile embarked on a British tour.
         

         It would culminate in the band’s home city over two nights in September: ‘That Glasgow show was one of the most exciting moments of my career,’ recalls Ron Fierstein, The Blue Nile’s New York-based manager at the time. ‘It was just unbelievable, especially the encore when Paul started crying. It was magic, it was triumphant. I remember being in the back by the soundboard watching the show, watching the adoration of the audience rain down on Paul on that stage. All kids fantasise about that big triumphant moment, hitting the home run, scoring the goal, whatever. And The Blue Nile had such a moment, that night, on that stage in Glasgow.’ 
         

      

            * As Paul Buchanan commenced a national tour under his own, rather than the band’s, name. The tour’s banner was Paul Buchanan Sings The Songs of The Blue Nile.
            

            † This is incorrect.
            

            ** Moore was reinstated on the booklet which accompanied High.
            

         





      
    


    
      
         
         

         
            Youth

         

         Fast-forward two decades and the contrast couldn’t be starker. The three members of The Blue Nile are now wholly estranged from one another. The rift between keyboardist Paul Joseph Moore and his two colleagues Buchanan and Bell occurred most decisively during the recording of High  in 2004; Buchanan and Bell have become incommunicado in the period since the band’s final live shows in July 2008.
         

         None of them, however, is reclusive or enigmatic. Each one is a relatively predictable sight on the streets of Glasgow’s West End; idling in cafés, buying newspapers. This is not to imply that the story of The Blue Nile is in any sense prosaic. As critic Richard Williams put it in The  Guardian  in August 2004: ‘There is something magnificent about the sheer doggedness of The Blue Nile’s adherence to the unorthodox trajectory of their singular career.’ The band’s story is that of a particular type of dauntlessness, of an epic dedication to a cause. It was reminiscent of some ongoing quest to solve a mathematical or scientific conundrum, far more than it seemed a participation in the entertainment industry. The band has, or had, one of the most extraordinary pathologies ever found in popular music.
         

         But it came with a heavy price attached. As I hope the title of this book suggests, with its echo of the term nihilism, theirs was a philosophy that contained the seeds of its own destruction. It produced sublime results but it was maddening and opaque. It involved taking a very long time to do very little in a very odd way. As Paul Buchanan reflected during the band’s twilight: ‘It costs you everything. Everything goes away: your relationships go, everything goes. It all goes. And then two minutes later people are saying, You know, it’s the twentieth anniversary of such-and-such album, how do you feel about that? You want to answer, How do you think I feel about that? I want to be young again! Please let me be young again.
         

         ‘Going up is great, fantastic,’ he adds. ‘I don’t mean because you feel important, I mean because you’re stopping for doughnuts somewhere, having a meeting, being with your pals and thinking, Tomorrow we’re going wherever it is we’re going. We never had much money, really, but it was just great fun. Great fun. And we were nice to everybody. We were relentlessly okay with people. So, going up was wonderful. And coming down is hell.’
         

         When talking to The  Scotsman  in 2006 Buchanan put it another way: ‘I don’t really know what I’m going to do after this tour. I think I might be at the end of a cycle in some ways, and I think I just have to accept that. I’m not 100 per cent sure I’ll continue to live here (Glasgow), to tell you the truth. My life’s become rather static. When you’re in a group, and then you’re no longer meeting together and having adventures on a daily basis, you feel slightly at a loose end. I get lonesome and I don’t really know what to do. I keep myself motivated and I do things, but it’s not the same as having pals to do it with.’
         

         Even cursory conversations with Buchanan reveal he remains in some kind of mourning for the band. The Blue Nile was the prism through which he refracted his day. The industry in which it operated provided a boundless source of the type of scandalising idiocy he excelled at transforming into anecdotes. The band supplied travel, society, the semblance of momentum; and in its quieter moments the reassuring stutter of routine.
         

         As noted previously, Buchanan’s first instinct was to welcome – or at least not forbid – a biography of the group. I suspected there was a degree of charity and largesse in this; he knew I wanted to do it and wasn’t particularly minded to prevent me. At least, not to begin with. Then he seemed to go rather lukewarm on the notion. A stream of emails arrived, pointing out that third parties to whom he’d spoken had indicated they were not overly keen to recount their dealings with the band. Buchanan’s own preference, now that he’d had time to reflect upon it, was to avoid creating ripples, however slight. It wasn’t that The Blue Nile were particularly secretive. They were, however, clannish. The three members were at the centre of an extended network of friends, family, collaborators, accomplices; all located principally within the band’s milieu in the West End of Glasgow. In personal terms the trio are well known, well liked and well protected. The Blue Nile were an entity in which many of those in the vicinity had emotional investments. The band’s slow evaporation post–2008 had been dispiriting in itself. It was perfectly explicable that those involved should prove reluctant to anatomise why it had occurred.
         

         And so it transpired. I ran into Robert Bell several times and floated the idea of a biography, but to non-committal responses. Eventually I emailed, to receive a terse response stating he had no interest in taking part. In the interest of full disclosure I should note I’ve never met PJ Moore. We sat a row apart at the theatre recently, or so I was told after the fact, but otherwise we’ve yet to be thrown together. By the accounts of mutual acquaintances he’s an arresting individual, alert and forthright. In several letters he indicated his ambivalence to a book on The Blue Nile, noting he’d been ‘finding it healthier to put all that behind me’. He signed off with the cryptic advice that if the publisher of this book was offering its author the choice between cash up front or a percentage on sales it might be best to take the cash. The remark seemed heavy with a sarcasm that’s common in many whose experiences of music industry accounting have been unfortunate. A follow-on missive noted that Moore had at one time intended to meet with me but then had thought again ‘as I really have nothing to say’.
         

         More than a year later Moore penned another response, this time to a letter soliciting his help as I set about negotiating what I called ‘the North Face’ of writing about The Blue Nile. Moore replied saying he was amused by the mountain metaphor and suggested there was mileage in another geological term related to the River Nile – cataract; ‘Have fun with both senses of that!’ he wrote. In these terms cataract denotes either the violent rush of water over a precipice or a clouding of the natural lens of the eye. Moore seemed to be implying that the experience of being part of The Blue Nile evoked for him two things: reckless volition and loss of focus.
         

         Paul Buchanan was another matter. The songwriter and vocalist remained the flag-bearer. Whatever the reasons for the trio’s growing froideur  –  and several have been suggested, from the drip-effect of personal disenchantment to financial disagreements – Buchanan seemed the most distraught, the one holding out most keenly for a reconciliation.
         

         But he seemed to be on the horns of a dilemma; a biography might have the benefit of making The Blue Nile a live subject again, might even precipitate some kind of contact between the members. At the same time Buchanan knew a great deal of Nile had flowed under the bridge. Three decades of friendship, since extinguished, was hardly likely to rekindle because some third party was inviting the members to spark the flints of memory. For Buchanan revisiting the subject ran a risk of inflaming contentions with his former colleagues, the last thing he needed as he strove to shape a career in The Blue Nile’s wake: ‘I don t want to create any grief for myself. Because actually, truthfully, after fifty years of being alive, a lot of that dealing with the business of being in The Blue Nile, my own temper is saying, Hey, what about my life? What about my life? I was in this as well. You know, [the other members] could have called me and said, Are you okay, are you eating, are you managing to work on anything? I didn’t do anything wrong. Nobody did anything wrong. I just don’t get it at all. At this stage in life you’re looking around thinking, Where did it all go?’ In the end Buchanan’s contributions to this volume derived from a number of lengthy interviews I’d conducted in journalistic contexts.
         

         ‘In truth,’ as PJ Moore had written to me, ‘the released recordings aside, there was very little about the group which wasn’t “unfortunate”, even in the early days. As I’ve said, I’m finding it healthier to leave it behind and get on with what’s left of real life.’
         

         Of necessity, then, this is a story told by only one side of a triangle. Does this matter? Beyond the accumulation of the merely anecdotal, I’d argue  it  doesn’t. The  quasi-literary paradigm  of contemporary popular music holds that a band’s songwriter is its heart and soul, its central nervous system. The songwriter, says the consensus, is the controlling intelligence, the only one who matters. The assumption holds as true for The Blue Nile as it does for, say, The Kinks or The Who. Through his songs (some, admittedly, written in collaboration with Moore and Bell) Buchanan became the band’s stage designer, the one who determined its milieu and its climate; the others were simply musical set dressers, adding detail. This view, however, overlooks the curious and singular chemistry that lay at the heart of The Blue Nile: ‘I don’t remember much detail of our first meeting,’ commented Nigel Thomas, the percussionist with the London Symphony Orchestra who served as The Blue Nile’s drummer, ‘except that I was acutely aware of how close the trio were. They almost seemed to have a sixth sense, as if they could communicate subliminally’ As suggested elsewhere, the three seemed to comprise a collective consciousness. Each member endorsed and enfranchised the others, to a degree that was more tender and more meaningful than you would find in virtually any other band. The Blue Nile is, or was, a entity that operated by its own defiant internal logic, that of a hive mind, capable of magic and mystery, of stupidity and of an almost transcendent stubbornness. What follows is an attempt to dissect that mind. 
         

      

      
    


    
      
         
         

         
            Time

         

         The year of 1980 was a watershed in the lives of those who would go on to form The Blue Nile, and in the development of their home city too.* When it came to the alchemical arts of popular culture Glasgow had long been a place where finesse seemed outlawed by civic proclamation. The factors that might have encouraged innovation and diversity were not yet fully in place. Infrastructure was scarce, with no local record labels of any note and precious few booking agents. Indigenous local radio was fledgling and shellshocked in the aftermath of punk rock. The district council had barred punk concerts from civic-run venues after a riot at a gig by The Stranglers. The Sex Pistols’ infamous Anarchy tour had been kept out of the city. The restriction remained until the days of New Wave and beyond; meaning that, farcically, acts such as Elvis Costello and the Attractions and Echo and the Bunnymen were affected, forced to appear in venues located within the nearest alternative administrative region, Renfrewshire. Because it remained a traditionalist, representational institution, the Glasgow School of Art rarely incubated the range of talents produced by art schools in Liverpool and London. As Glaswegian musicians from Donovan to John Martyn, from Lulu to Jack Bruce had discovered much earlier, escaping to the south was the only sure way of launching a career in popular music.
         

         What they’d left behind was a city where, to most intents and purposes, popular music functioned as a soundtrack for drinking. Pubs were the only reliable recourse – sour, dark places such as the Burns Howff and the Amphora, the Dial Inn and the Mars
          Bar, Saints And Sinners and the Lunar Seven. Function came to determine form. In environments so avowedly masculine the music prevailing was growly and two-fisted, a hirsute heavy rock that took its cues from Free, Deep Purple, Uriah Heep. At this time, the mid-to-late 1970s, Glasgow was effectively a Saxon city, permanently on a war footing. The messiahs were The Sensational Alex Harvey Band, native boys gone national, and Nazareth, yet another outfit with a vocalist, Dan McCafferty, who gave the impression he was in the midst of passing a particularly sizable kidney stone. The merciful amnesia of history has erased many other names of the period, such as Chou Pahrot or Stone The Crows, Beggars’ Opera and Scheme. Each and all were truly, shudderingly horrible. Although in their twenties, the musicians seemed wreathed with the seedy fatigue of drunken uncles. They shared an aesthetic best described as convict-on-day-release: grown-out feather cuts, impulsive tattoos, missing teeth, charity shop leather jerkins, seldom of the proper size. The music was no more charming; witless concatenations of power chords and lyrical cliché, usually concerning witchy, double-dealing chicks. Here, for example, is an excerpt from ‘Hair Of The Dog’, title track of Nazareth’s album of 1975: ‘Heartbreaker, soul shaker/I’ve been told about you/Red hot mama, oh that charmer/Time’s come to pay your dues.’
          

         
         
         The first year of the new decade, however, saw all that begin to be banished to history, and in a manner that was wonderfully ironic. The heavy indigenous style was perhaps dying anyway but the advent of Postcard Records ensured that the lions were chased off completely by the lambs.* Run from a tenement flat in the West End of the city, Postcard released its first single, ‘Falling And Laughing’ by Orange Juice, in April 1980. Five months later its second release, ‘Blue Boy’, also by Orange Juice, would come
          in picture sleeves the band themselves had coloured-in using felt-tip pens. As Simon Reynolds writes in Rip  It  Up  And  Start  Again: Postpunk  1978–1984: ‘This exaggerated wimpiness was a revolt against the Glasgow music scene’s traditional blues-rock machismo (Frankie Miller, Nazareth, Stone the Crows) but also against the hooligan menace of Scottish punks like The Exploited.’ Seldom has so fearsome a foe capitulated so meekly to opponents so ill-suited for the fight. Snarling, battle-scarred rockers were surrendering their place to foppish arts undergraduates and teenagers in part-time employment, playing music that skipped felicitously between pop, disco and country. The so-called Sound of Young Scotland was born and those who’d preceded it skulked away to serve in their guitar shops and taxi firms.
          The guard was changing for two reasons. The acclaim won by Postcard represented the first time a Scottish musical movement had sparked the interest of the wider recording industry. In British terms this was an imperial affair, administrated almost exclusively, and with a marked colonial detachment, from London. The national music press – Sounds,  New  Musical  Express,  Record  Mirror  and Melody Maker  –  had been charmed by not only the quality of the music made by Orange Juice, Aztec Camera, Josef K et  al  but by the startling novelty that Scottish musicians could sing of something beyond outlaws going down fighting on the last chance freeway.
          

         
         
         
         But Postcard also had an effect internally, within Glasgow. The city had long nurtured a deep affinity with the culture of post-war coastal America. The city almost considered itself an American consulate, or a misplaced state. From Frank Sinatra to Talking Heads the music of America had been assimilated hungrily in Glasgow, for the central and essential reason that it was American and therefore spangled with a greater glamour. Postcard underlined this tendency with its subtle homages to Warhol’s Factory and The Velvet Underground, Buffalo Springfield and Al Green; to thrift-shop frontier chic, to sandals and raccoon hats. The groundwork for Orange Juice and Postcard had occurred in Bearsden, an affluent suburb in the north of the city. Seven miles south, meanwhile, three musicians, with passions for an older and more languid America, were assembling in the local church hall. Their collective name was McIntyre.
         

         
            *

         

         The Blue Nile, of course, are named after the river that originates in Ethiopia and then becomes one of the two tributaries of the Nile proper.* The band’s initial identity had a more prosaic origin. The trio named themselves after a set of administrative premises on the campus of the University of Glasgow. The John McIntyre Building is a picturesque Victorian sandstone structure that sits behind the picture postcard of the university quadrangles with their soaring Gothic-revival frontage. By the time Robert Bell, Paul Buchanan and Paul Moore were attending, the building was the headquarters of the Students’ Representative Council, locus for the Trumptonesque charades of student politics. Downstairs was a sizable branch of the John Smith’s bookshop chain. No shop was ever so ravaged by the casual thief. Many had noticed that expensive new volumes of Machiavelli could fetch respectable prices at the second-hand outlet someone had seen fit to open upstairs. The stairway connecting the two shops was effectively a trade route.
         

         Founded in 1451, the university is the fourth oldest in the world. It is distinguished among Scottish universities by the high proportion of undergraduates who hail from the surrounding areas; over forty per cent of the student body comes from the west of Scotland. Among them, from various dates in the 1970s onwards, were the three members of The Blue Nile.
         

         The Pauls Buchanan and Moore had a small acquaintance struck up during their childhoods in Bishopbriggs, an unglamorous working-class area in the north-east of the city. Robert Bell came from the same area. At university Buchanan and Moore became familiar socially despite the disparity in their degrees; English Literature for Buchanan, electronics for Moore. Several years older,
          Bell had graduated, in mathematics, before them. But he and Buchanan had worked together already, in a student ensemble named Night by Night, a name that derived from a track on Steely Dan’s third album, Pretzel  Logic.  All the band has left behind is a typed set of lyrics for a song entitled ‘Rio (Getaway)’. A curious aspect of the lyrics is the way they anticipate Blue Nile motifs yet adopt a dissimilar tenor, one neither allusive nor impressionistic. It’s a character song, told from the perspective of a fallen dignitary keen to escape some unnamed persecution by fleeing to Rio: ‘I don’t speak Spanish or Portuguese/My skin’s too white and I’m scared of disease,’ go the opening lines, before disclosing that the singer is seeking a place in the colonies, far away from the headlines. In the line ‘flags on the cars/ambassadors/royalty without the shine’ there’s an early appearance of an image that would reappear regularly, such as in the ‘flags caught on the fences’ et  al.  ‘Fame has brought me no fortune, I’ll never be the same again I know,’ the Rio lyric continues, ‘As soon as I finish this cigarette, I’d better use the telephone.’
          

         
         
         It’s difficult, of course, to ascribe much significance to the lyrics; clearly they are juvenilia, written by a student in his early twenties. But they do yield something, an early glimpse into a psychology bent towards reticence and avoidance, one soundly of the opinion that third parties could demand more than the author was willing to provide. Similar sentiments would reappear throughout the story of The Blue Nile: ‘With Paul the central thing is that the song he’s writing has got to feel really honest to him. He has to ask himself quite harshly if a song is what he wanted it to be,’ says Gordon Dougall, a musician and arranger who has worked with the band on several occasions, ‘and I imagine that for Paul it’s a difficult place to be for much of the time. I know from friends that Paul has come up to them in the street and said, I just want to get on a plane and go away and I want you to come with me, let’s go to the airport and leave right now. Being a songwriter and baring your soul to yourself can be a scary place to be. And I think that’s why the songs sound as if they’ve been squeezed out of him. Even the happy songs don’t really sound that happy’ 
         

      

            * For instance, the year witnessed finally the reopening of Glasgow’s subway system, dubbed the Clockwork Orange, after an upgrade that had lasted three years.
            

         


            * Some might claim it was the release of Simple Minds’ album Life  In  A  Day  in 1979 which marked Glasgow’s transition from pub rock towards more expressive forms. I would contest this. Simple Minds had their roots in the punk movement and were at heart simply a conventional major-label act that happened to hail from the city; Postcard was incalculably more significant in affecting and altering the context from which it sprung.
            

         


            * Aptly, the source of the Blue Nile was discovered in 1770 by James Bruce, an explorer born in Stirlingshire, twenty miles from Glasgow.
            

         





      
    


    
      
         
         

         
            Room

         

         Branching off the Clyde on its way to Glasgow’s northern boundary, the River Kelvin thunders through Kelvingrove Park. Above it on the slopes of Gilmorehill stand the Gothic needle of the university and the sandstone Spanish baroque of the Kelvingrove Art Gallery and Museum, the bookends of this modestly bohemian quarter. With a back window looking directly on to the river, the band had its headquarters at 99 Otago Street, a two-minute stroll from the John McIntyre building itself down University Avenue, just off the main drag of the campus.* Sited on the first floor of a three-storey Victorian tenement, the flat had been rented by Paul Moore from one Morag Ross, latterly a well-known make-up artist in Hollywood, working on films from The Crying  Game  to Lost  In  Translation.  Buchanan and Bell shared a flat elsewhere on campus though they were ail-but resident in Otago Street. ‘It was good, we were left alone,’ Buchanan recalls. ‘We rehearsed in a tiny, tiny rectangular room, exactly wide enough and no more for a single bed to fit in, which was jammed in at the end, literally. The area was a bit humbler then, it was faintly ghetto.’
         

         As was the dominant musical style of the time. This was the era of British post-punk, when the rudimentary rubbed against the wilfully abstruse, in Public Image Limited and Magazine, Joy Division and Cabaret Voltaire. It all rather bypassed the members of McIntyre. In 1980 Paul Buchanan turned twenty-four; Paul Moore was twenty-three; Robert Bell reached twenty-eight. Inasmuch as they cared, the prime formative eras of their musical
          tastes had passed several years back. That said, Paul Buchanan was developing a fondness for the astringency of Talking Heads, particularly their third album Fear  Of  Music;  he recalls purchasing it so promptly he received a free sweatshirt featuring the sleeve design. And the American band did prove to exert some effect on what Buchanan would go on to do. The musical and moral restraint of Talking Heads – with their allergy to rock cliché – would echo later in the work of The Blue Nile. In a 1989 interview the three members recalled the first records they had bought. ‘I disown it now, but it was a sampler on the Track label with Thunderclap Newman, the Who, and Jimi Hendrix,’ remembered Buchanan. ‘I threw it and nearly every other record in my collection out recently. They were too depressing even to take down to Oxfam. It’s a lean and punchy collection now.’ Moore’s first record was an Age of Atlantic compilation: ‘We bought it only to test whether the record player we had at home could play stereophonic recordings.’ Bell, meanwhile, recalled ‘an LP of songs from musicals, on Woolworth’s own Embassy label. Very cheap. It had the Sound  Of Music  theme on it. Seminal stuff.’
          

          
          
         Due to their ages, the three members hadn’t quite synched with the revolution of punk and its New Wave aftermath. As a comparison Jim Kerr, frontman of Simple Minds, was nearly three years younger than Buchanan, a huge gulf in the context of young men involving themselves in pop music at such a mercurial time. Instead, the members of McIntyre were weaned on the music of an earlier generation; the canons of classic rock and soul. There was an additional option at the time, particularly for those who possessed suburban and academic backgrounds, the cerebral soft rock coming out of the American mainstream, most particularly Steely Dan, makers of technically peerless, precision-tooled jazz-funk of a sardonic and postgraduate bent.*
         

          
          
         ‘When we talked about what we were going to try and do it was so vague and general that the music only seemed to be one specific expression of it,’ said Buchanan. ‘When we started out we all had a sense of dissatisfaction with the wider circumstances that prevailed in the music scene, the advertising and the sorts of things that were being written in magazines, and I think we were pushed to what we did by our responses to those things and to how other records sound. We didn’t really feel like musicians.’
         

         However, they knew some people who did. The trio were fleshed out with a drummer and a guitarist. Brian Dorans was McIntyre’s drummer, fifth member of a line-up that comprised himself, Bell, Buchanan, Moore and a second (and rather flashier) guitarist, Des McGoldrick. Doran’s connection with Bell, Buchanan and Moore had come ‘through an acquaintance, I didn’t actually know any of them,’ he recalls. ‘I had heard through the grapevine that this band were looking for a drummer. I had a lot of experience playing, nothing at a sort of major level. I’d been playing the drums for about five or six years, and I thought the McIntyre thing sounded quite interesting. I think it was Paul I was introduced to first, one night at the university. He said, Oh, I heard you play the drums, I’ve got two friends you could come along and meet. Then I met the three of them at the flat Paul and Robert were sharing. What attracted me to Robert and Paul was that they had reasonably refined musical tastes in terms relative to what was around at the time, fairly discerning. Most of the guys in his bands I’d worked with previously were into Status Quo and stuff like that. My big passion was West Coast jazz, and there was a touch of that in the keyboard sounds PJ used in McIntyre.’
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